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The buddy cop film is a staple of American cinema. Known for its comradery, action, and 
comedy, this genre has maintained relevance for over fifty years with constant reboots and 
franchise continuations. Popular films include Lethal Weapon (1987), Men in Black (1997), and 
Rush Hour (1998)—all of which have spawned several series of at least three films. Each film 
stars a pair of interracial buddies; both Lethal Weapon and Men in Black have a white and Black 
buddy while Rush Hour has a Black and Chinese buddy. Though the interracial buddy cop film 
offers many opportunities for racial commentary, films in this genre with buddies of the same 
race or with two characters from differing non-white races provide similar experiences related to 
racial issues, especially with the formation of racial stereotypes. To contextualize the importance 
of race in these films, and in the larger context of Hollywood, I provide an overview of Blacks in 
early film and theater. Specifically, the current study will: 1) examine the histories of Blacks in 
cinema and racism in Hollywood, 2) introduce buddy films, 3) provide a review of relevant 
literature, 4) conduct an analysis of seven buddy cop films, and 5) discuss the findings of this 
study as well as address the implications of buddy cop relationships as they relate to the current 
events of police brutality that disproportionately impact black males.   
 
Pre- and Early Hollywood 
Pre-dating film, minstrelsy on the theater stage in the mid-nineteenth century 
appropriated the African American body which was exploited to perform for (white) audiences. 
White men dawning Blackface performed racist caricatures of Black men as a way for white 
spectators to assert their superiority and control over Black bodies. Equally damaging, the 
performances of Black women were designed to reduce them to subservient positions as these 
women became the scapegoats for white male misogyny projected onto white women. These 
grotesque contortions of the Black body and distortions of the voice were meant to be humorous 
for white spectators. Since then, Blackness has been positioned as an object of comic pleasure 
therefore rendered undeserving of an acceptable or appropriate representation in cinema. This 
racist portrayal of Black people as unintelligent, uncivilized, and inhuman has continued for 
many years into the beginning of the film industry. For example, films including The Birth of a 
Nation (1915) and the numerous adaptations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin constructed a narrative of 
Black inferiority and subservience. During this era, several stereotypes were common in 
Hollywood films including the servile Uncle Tom and his female counterpart, Mammy, which 
depicted Black people as asexual and docile. In contrast, the Black Buck encapsulated white 
male fear of Black male sexuality. It was not until Black filmmakers like Oscar Micheaux that 
Blacks were allowed to exert some degree of control over their own narratives. Micheaux’ s 
Within Our Gates (1919), and other works, often adapted from his books, provided alternative 
representations of Blackness that countered those produced by Hollywood and can be placed 
within the larger context of the race movie. Although unable to produce films of a similar quality 
relative to white filmmakers because of unequal access to resources, "race movies" allowed 
Black filmmakers to share complex stories of African American life. Hollywood’s 
industrialization at the turn of the twentieth century had impacted the exclusion of these voices 
and those of other minorities in later decades as the larger cinema industry dominated 
production, distribution, and exhibition practices. 
 
Returning to Tradition 
In the early 1900s, with the release of The Birth of a Nation (1915), this film prompted a 
few Black filmmakers to counter its racist imagery with The Birth of a Race (1918). Although 
The Birth of a Race was commercially unsuccessful, it ushered in a wave of race movies that 
employed Black people previously excluded from Hollywood studios. Despite their efforts, 
Black filmmakers could not compete with Hollywood’s technological advancements and their 
businesses were quickly swallowed by the dominance of white filmmakers in the 1930s and 
1940s. Simultaneously, social problem films addressed issues like race, gender, and class; 
however, when the country found itself in the midst of World War II, it abandoned these films. 
As a result, during the Red Scare of the 1950s, filmmakers returned to ignoring the racial 
inequality that persisted in American society. This era was engulfed in fears of blacklisting 
which prevented Hollywood from creating movies in any way that exposed America’s 
imperfections.  
Even so, the civil rights movement of the 1960s inspired a new wave of race movies, 
launched by the militancy of the Black Panthers, in which Black men were gritty, urban, and 
violent. This decade resulted in the emergence of black exploitation films that dominated the 
1970s such as Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971) which featured a Black male lead who 
is hypersexualized and engages in cop-bashing. Blaxploitation films, as they were termed, 
portrayed Black power and pride while also exploiting Black audiences to generate money for 
white executives’ pockets. Yet by the 1980s, this decade saw a reactionary return to traditional 
values of masculinity and family in response to feminism, especially, the Equal Rights 
Amendment. At this time Hollywood reflected its gender anxiety in movies such as Rambo 
(1985) and Predator (1987) which spurred several sequels and imitations due to their immense 
popularity. Action-adventure movies with heroic male leads and passive female love interests 
sought to validate patriarchy through their hypermasculinity. 
 
Introduction to Buddy Films 
During the same time, studios capitalized on the Black and white duo of the interracial 
buddy film. By casting interracial lead actors, Hollywood producers could appeal to both Black 
and white audiences thus increasing their chances for financial success. Only with the stardom of 
white actors could Black actors find success in big-budget Hollywood films—otherwise such 
films with only Black actors would go unfinanced. Through these phenomena, the cop action 
genre met the buddy film and formed the buddy cop genre. Two examples, 48 Hours (1892) and 
Lethal Weapon (1987), feature Black and white male leads that form a strong friendship while 
combating their respective bad guys.  
 Overtime, these films developed a pattern known as the buddy film formula. New films 
rely on the conventions of familiar films leading to predictable albeit entertaining stories. The 
buddy formula is comprised of two characters (of any race), most likely heterosexual males, who 
embark on some type of adventure and always develop a friendship born either from hate or 
indifference. The classical Hollywood narrative form created the buddy formula from its 
elimination of complexity and linear progression from conflict to closure. This need for 
simplicity arises from the classical Hollywood style that obscures the viewer’s attention by 
keeping them focused on the film rather than the larger ideas at work. The classical Hollywood 
style is known as an invisible style because it goes unnoticed by the audience. This invisibility 
reinforces America’s dominant ideology of white patriarchal capitalism which implies that 
whiteness, patriarchy, and capitalism are hegemonic forces of control that dominate Americans. 
 
Hollywood’s Racism 
Not only is race important within the film(s), it also comes into play prior to film 
production. For example, Hollywood is not known for its diversity and inclusivity, rather it is 
known for its inability to hire people of color, tell their stories, or even award them for the stories 
they can tell. In 2016, the reawakening of the #OscarsSoWhite campaign exposed the Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences for nominating only white actors for all its acting awards 
two years in a row. Many, including Black industry insiders such as Spike Lee and Jada Pinkett-
Smith, would not attend the Oscars as a form of protest while others defended the Academy’s 
exclusion of people of color. In the eighty-eight years the Oscars have been around, only 6.7 % 
of all acting nominations and7.8% of all acting awards went to people of color. As one of the 
largest media industries in the world, Hollywood's ability to make money is situated in the risk-
taking of individual films. Studios are unlikely to produce films with actors of color in the 
leading role because such films are not of interest to the white audience; white people may not 
show up to the theater unless they can relate to white characters. Also, Hollywood has justified 
its racism on the economic basis that Black films are inferior to white films and are thus 
undeserving of resources and financial investments. Films with Black stories and characters are 
marked as “Black films” and deemed undesirable by non-Black audiences while “white films” 
with white stories and characters go racially unmarked and disconnected from racial marketing. 
If a film fails to succeed at the box-office, the studio can lose millions of dollars. Therefore, 
Hollywood must find ways to avoid financial risks by denying opportunities to the less profitable 
actors of color which means that people of color are less likely to secure other roles relegating 
them to a cycle of unemployment. 
 
Buddy Cop Films 
The buddy cop genre, aside from action, is known best for its use of comedy. Comedy is 
used to hide the racism these films frequently reflect since it allows the audience to laugh as a 
means to deny the racism. Racial stereotypes in comedy are taken as less serious thus requiring 
no further interrogation on the part of the audience. Scholars Park, Gabbadon, and Chernin, in a 
textual analysis of Rush Hour 2 (2001), argue that the conventions of comedy films “discourage 
viewers’ critical engagement with the racial discourse” thus solidifying racial differences. Buddy 
films use this convention to provide information to audiences so that they can make judgements 
about the buddies -- their personality, character, and morality. In cop action films, stereotypes 
and other representations affirm the audience’s racist notions against blackness. When comedy 
and cop action are combined, comedic buddy cop films create an atmosphere in which race is 
both ignored and acknowledged through the relationship established between the buddies.  
In Black and white buddy films, race has historically been hidden under a colorblind 
ideology in which the Black male buddy is seen as the white male buddy’s equal despite the 
stereotypes at play. In The Defiant Ones (1958), the white buddy, John “Joker” Johnson (Tony 
Curtis), defends the integrity of the black buddy, Noah Cullen (Sidney Poitier), when a white 
woman diverts the attention of the black buddy Cullen by sending him into a swamp so that she 
can attempt to seduce Joker. Joker rejects her advances, is subsequently shot in the shoulder by 
her son, and runs to Cullen in the swamp who then comforts Joker as he lays in his arms. Later, 
they jump aboard a moving train where Cullen stretches out his hand to Joker to pull him aboard 
as if this gesture erases all racial animosity between whites and Blacks. Although there is 
acknowledgement of Cullen’s Blackness in certain instances (e.g. when in danger of being 
lynched), there is no acknowledgement of the Uncle Tom stereotype associated with Cullen who 
is forced to portray his acceptance of and friendship with an enlightened white buddy. 
Though the Black and white buddy film began in 1958 with The Defiant Ones, this film 
paved the way for another popular buddy film in 1968, In the Heat of the Night, which similarly 
starred Poitier who is paired with Rod Steiger. In this film, Poitier is a proud Black man 
(northern detective) who is paired with a racist white man (southern cop) to absolve the white 
man of his racism through their friendship. Poitier plays a respectable Black man and again aids 
in the racial enlightenment of his racist white buddy.  And even though The Defiant Ones 
depicted an interracial buddy relationship, In the Heat of the Night is the first buddy film to 
emerge in the cop action genre.  
This dynamic that began in the 1950s continued into the 1980s with the Lethal Weapon 
franchise and has extended to later contemporary buddy cop films. These films show that the 
United States is not in a colorblind society meaning white people, among others, still cling to 
stereotypes and misrepresentations of racial minorities while espousing claims of racial equality. 
Colorblindness acts as an approach to race in which the importance of race is discounted and 
delegitimized. Also, the United States is not a post-racial society in which race and racism are 
ideas of the past; they exist in the present as black reality is highly structured to the disadvantage 
of people of color. And the film industry is no different.  
The representations of race in buddy cop films are important both for the employment of 
minority filmmakers and actors and for the audience. These films either reinforce or break 
stereotypes portrayed by the white, Black, and brown actors who play buddies. As media 
consumption becomes a larger part of American entertainment, the representation of minorities 
on screen becomes the most recognizable source for gaining knowledge about these minorities. 
  
Literature Review 
 Of the scholars who have studied the buddy cop film, most have focused on either its lack 
of women or its most notable interracial films. The cop action genre as a whole, because of its 
connection to masculinity, lacks a large female presence among its protagonists. For example, 
Neal King, in an analysis of 291 cop action films, found that women were underrepresented in 
these films and were more likely to take on strained positions such as being deep undercover and 
pursuing sexual predators relative to male protagonists . Here “cop” refers to current and former 
law enforcement officers including private detectives, bounty hunters, bodyguards, soldiers, and 
civilians who are recruited by or partnered with police officers. Women in the cop action genre 
are more likely to be rookies and less likely to engage in combat and corruption. Although King 
pointed out the racial differences between white and Black women’s representation in the cop 
action genre, Black women were virtually nonexistent in this genre after the blaxploitation era.  
Black and White/Other Buddies 
Although not connected to the buddy cop genre, Jennifer Gillan has applied the buddy 
formula to Fred Schepisi’s Six Degrees of Separation (1993) and the interracial bond between 
Paul (Will Smith) and J. Flanders “Flan” Kittredge (Donald Sutherland). Gillan specifically 
explores the inherent homoeroticism of buddies and the subtle racialization of the Black buddy in 
this film. Based on her analysis, she posits that typically, buddies are heterosexual and their 
homosocial bonding can have homoerotic subtexts that are then denied by their masculinity and 
overt heterosexuality. As for Six Degrees of Separation, because Paul is gay, the pair’s (Black 
Paul and white Flan's) masculinity and sexuality are in question. Regarding race, Paul supports 
Flan’s hero identity by becoming both Mammy and Uncle Tom to Flan, his wife, and their white 
guests. Here the buddy formula sets up a hierarchy of white over Black where the Black 
character is a prop in the white characters' narrative. The interracial buddy film is just one 
example of the complexities of race in the buddy formula. It is conceivable that other racial 
pairings may reveal similar or different power relationships between the supportive Black buddy 
and magnanimous white buddy. 
 More of these films emerged in the 1980s and have become popular for their ability to 
appeal to both white and Black audiences. Although they feature Black and white buddies, films 
such as Rush Hour (1998), depicts a Black and Chinese buddy-- a film whose popular appeal 
with both Black and white audiences, as well as the Asian audiences, resulted in several sequels 
being produced. Specifically, the Rush Hour franchise has been used to support claims that it 
increased Asian representations onscreen. In 2006, researchers Park, Gabbadon, and Chernin 
used Rush Hour 2 to gauge audience reactions to the use of comedy in relaying racial 
stereotypes. These researchers found that Black and Asian participants had positive reactions to 
negative portrayals of their own race suggesting that they accepted the racial stereotypes rather 
than challenged them. Because the stereotypes were enacted by minorities with humor, 
participants saw nothing wrong with them. Conceivably, if the jokes had been told by whites, 
most participants would have found the jokes to be racist. Because the originator of the joke is 
important in determining the jokes offensiveness, my study moves beyond the interracial buddy 
cop film to determine how racial stereotypes are portrayed with other racial pairings. This 
research explores racial representations in buddy films with white-white, white-other, and other-
other pairings wherein the other is a character of a non-white race including multiracial 
characters. 
Contributing to this literature, Michelle Pautz has studied the cop action genre, however 
her study includes other genres like drama and horror. Pautz analyzes thirty-four films from 1984 
to 2014 to evaluate the negative, positive, and neutral ways cops are depicted. After examining 
209 cops from selected films, she found that cops overall have mixed depictions while individual 
cops are treated more positively. This is partially attributed to the short length of feature films 
(approximately 90 to 120 minutes) which calls for an oversimplification of characters forcing 
them to be either good or bad -- characters who are devoid of complexity. These depictions 
influence how viewers perceive and interact with cops and their perceptions influence how cops 
are depicted. According to a 2014 poll, the majority of Americans have confidence in law 
enforcement, but when critiqued through race, 83% of whites versus only 50% of Blacks have 
confidence in the ability of police to protect their community. Pautz’s study questions the impact 
of cop action films, and I explore similar questions related to buddy cop films.  
My research intends to bridge the gap between cop action and the buddy comedy. This 
study will reveal how the representations of race in contemporary buddy cop films perpetuate 
stereotypes of racial minorities and reflect the lack of diversity in Hollywood. Additionally, I 
will demonstrate how the film industry has created more opportunities for white filmmakers and 




I conducted a content analysis of eleven films from 2010-2019 within the buddy cop 
comedy genre. These films (see Table 1) were chosen for their relevance and proximity to the 
present discussion on police brutality. I define the buddy cop genre as a set of films with two 
main protagonists who engage in law enforcement activities and/or crime-solving. Detectives 
have the most representation in this sample though there are federal agents and average low-level 
cops. The films selected were based on their gross income obtained within the United States; 
films with larger profits tend to have larger budgets and thus wield more influence on the film 
industry. Although not all films are traditional Hollywood films produced through major 
companies, they do copy the Hollywood style and reach similarly sized audiences with 
comparable budgets. Furthermore, films with prior source material were excluded from this 
study such as movies adapted from comics, books, or older films who have pre-established races 
for their characters. Without the ability for staff to reimagine the character’s race these characters 
are tied to the racial dynamics of their predecessors. For example, the movie ChiPs (2017) is an 
adaptation of the 1977-1983 television show of the same name. The buddies, officers Andrew 
Baker and Francis “Ponch” Poncherello, have their races in the show carried over to the film, 
therefore, this film and other similar examples are excluded from this study.  
Hypotheses  
 Based on the knowledge of African American representation in film, the history of 
Hollywood's racism, and the history of buddy and cop action films, I hypothesize that:  
• Racial stereotypes in these films mark characters as different from each other to 
promote the characters’ progression towards friendship. 
• The races of the buddies influence the stereotypes portrayed. 
• These films offer more opportunities for white actors than for actors of color. 
 By analyzing each film’s actors, filmmakers, distributors, and racial stereotypes, I 
propose to test my hypotheses and develop a conclusion regarding the impact of racial 
stereotypes prevalent in buddy cop films as well as make assertions regarding the racial diversity 




 The films in this sample have a variety of racial pairings (see Table 2). One of these 
pairings, buddies who are both white, is found in two films: The Other Guys (2010) and The 
Heat (2013). Because they share the same race, their whiteness is not used to differentiate 
between the buddies. However, racial stereotypes about other races are appropriated by these 
buddies and used to create unique characters. In The Other Guys, Allen Gamble (Will Ferrell) is 
a lady’s man and former pimp. Gamble also has a Latina wife (Eva Mendes) in which her 
presence evokes hypersexuality thus constructing Gamble into a Black Buck of sorts. As a Black 
Buck, Gamble imitates stereotypes of Black masculinity as hypersexual and distances himself 
from his partner, Terry Hoitz (Mark Wahlberg). 
White-Black Buddies 
 Let’s Be Cops (2104) presents a Black buddy, Justin (Damon Wayans Jr.), and a white 
buddy, Ryan (Jake Johnson). This film does fit the stereotypes of the Black and white buddy film 
in two ways. First, Justin is positioned as a respectable Black man while the white Ryan is 
unsuccessful and unemployed. Justin wears business casual clothes and works at a video game 
company under a white boss whereas Ryan is somehow exploiting money gained from the 
proceeds of a single herpes medication commercial. In this way, Justin is a modern version of the 
tame Black man, similar to the character that Sidney Poitier frequently depicted in the 1960s. 
Second, Justin comes to Ryan’s aid in a fight with Mossi Kasic showing the strength of their 
interracial friendship. 
Black-Black Buddies 
 Two films have Black buddies: Ride Along (2014) and Central Intelligence (2016). 
Because they have the same race, stereotypes are not used to divide the characters. However, 
their Blackness does allow for jokes about Black racial stereotypes. In Ride Along, Kevin Hart 
plays the part of a "Coon" as Ben Barber, a fumbling security guard who still plays video games. 
Ice Cube plays James Payton who is reminiscent of Jack Johnson, an early heavyweight world 
champion boxer whose fight pictures were widely exhibited. James, like the Jack Johnson 
stereotype, is angry and violent.  
 Hart plays the "Coon" character again as Calvin “The Golden Jet” Joyner in Central 
Intelligence. Despite his job as a forensic accountant, Calvin is often victim to Bob Stone’s 
(Dwayne Johnson) brute strength which makes for funny shenanigans that occur between the two 
characters. Bob’s brute strength is a play on Black masculinity; although Bob is strong, he is not 
masculine in his personality. 
White-Other Buddies 
Hot Pursuit (2015) is the only film in my sample in which a white buddy is paired with a non-
Black buddy. Rose Cooper (Reese Witherspoon) is a white cop protecting a Latina witness, 
Daniela Riva (Sofía Vergara). Cooper’s whiteness is strengthened by her femininity which 
makes her non-threatening. Her short height is the butt of a joke which conflates her femininity 
and whiteness to innocence and sexual chastity. In contrast, Riva is tall and alluring just as the 
Spicy Latina stereotype would suggest. Her accent is obvious in moments when she mocks 
Cooper and says, “remain in your personal behicle!” rather than “vehicle.” Also, after changing 
clothes to disguise themselves, Riva’s shirt says “butter my biscuits” hinting at a sexual 
innuendo. This film shows that racial stereotypes can be used to show difference outside of 
Black and white buddy films. 
Other-Other Buddies 
 Another example of an interracial buddy cop film is Stuber (2019). Although there is no 
white character in the film, the pairing of Stu (Kumail Nanjiani) and Vic (Dave Bautista) is that 
of an Asian character and racially ambiguous character. Although Vic’s race is not specified, in 
an argument with Stu, racial tension surfaces: 
Vic: I will drag your a** to jail. 
Stu: A white cop dragging around a brown man. That’ll look great. 
Vic: I’m not white. 
Stu: You’re not white? What are you? Puerto Rican? Mexican? Libyan? Chilean? 
[Vic shakes his head] 
Stu: You’re not Chinese. 
Vic: And I’m the racist one? 
Stu: You look like if all the ugly people in every race f**ked. 
 This conversation shows how the stereotype of generalizing to all brown people is carried 
out by a person who is brown on a person who looks brown but whose exact race remains 
racially ambiguous. While Vic is racially ambiguous, Stu is racialized through his encounters 
with white customers during a shift as an Uber driver. Customers leave reviews and one-star 
ratings where they make fun of Stu’s appearance, “massive eyebrows obstruct vision.” 
Racial Stereotypes 
 These pairings demonstrate that buddies are marked as different through racial 
stereotypes and that the race of buddies affects the stereotypes portrayed. For example, white 
buddies are not characterized by whiteness, rather one uses stereotypes of Blackness to become 
different from the other white buddy. And when humor is introduced, these stereotypes are not 
seen as stereotypes at all. With humor, stereotypes become a part of the individual character 
instead of representing an entire race. 
Acting Opportunities 
Based on the study conducted, I am unable to determine that these films provide more 
opportunities for white actors over actors of color. Out of the 14 buddies, 6 are white, 5 are 
Black, 2 are Asian, and one is Latina. Although there are more white buddies than any other 
individual race, there is only one less Black buddy than white. Also, the total number of buddies 
of color (8) is more than the number of white buddies. However, this information does not 
necessarily reflect an upward trend in Hollywood’s diversity efforts. The popularity of the 
individual actor, however, is an important consideration. For example, Black actor Kevin Hart 
has had roles in both Ride Along (2014) and Central Intelligence (2016). After the release of his 
comedy special Kevin Hart: Seriously Funny, he began a successful career as a lead actor rather 
than a supporting actor. Therefore, Hart may have assumed both leading roles because of his 
recent popularity which Hollywood desired to exploit. 
 
Discussion 
 Although these films may have racial diversity, some elements of America’s dominant 
ideology of white patriarchal capitalism are still apparent. Only four out of fourteen of the 
characters in the sample are women meaning that men are 3.5 times more represented in the 
buddy cop genre. Also, worth noting is that three out of four female characters are white. 
Women of color have almost no representation in this genre. So, racial diversity is not the only 
way in which Hollywood should work against dominant ideologies. This study proposes that the 
industry must change its depiction of gender as well . 
 Additionally, the issue of typecasting is noticeable with a few actors. For example, 
appearing in two films, Kevin Hart has similar roles as the goofy, childish Coon. His comedic 
style is related to his character’s behavior, but the link to the Coon stereotype must not be 
overlooked. Ice Cube has been typecast as a hardened bad-ass and Dwayne Johnson is typically 
only cast where his muscular body type is needed. By limiting the types of roles actors can 
assume, this demonstrates how blacks are reduced to the body or to specific performances which 
further conveys how Hollywood disavows them the opportunity to access a wider range of roles 
that white actors are privileged to assume.  
 The limitation of minorities extends to directors as well. Only one of the seven films was 
directed by a Black person, all others were directed by whites. Ride Along, directed by Tim 
Story, is one of two films with two Black buddies and is the only film with a Black director. This 
speaks to how Black directors are only allowed to tell stories with Black talent. These films are 
called Black films thus separating them from films that white audiences would enjoy. However, 
having Black directors with Black casts does not necessarily mean that this will result in more 
employment for Black talent. Yet, in some cases, the presence of a Black director increases the 
number of Black actors by at least four times 
Because of its invisible style, Hollywood can mask the harm of racial stereotyping. By 
simplifying the characters and using race to mark their differences, these films remove the ability 
of the audience to see race. Race is seen as an individual characteristic of each character and not 
as a system affecting the portrayal of those characters. The concepts of colorblindness and post-
racialism are also important in this discussion. While certain aspects of race are acknowledged, 
others are ignored. In cop actions films there should be some Black people’s historical 
experience with law enforcement, however, no such conversation exists. 
These films position Blackness closely to criminality and normalize police brutality. 
Because films are dramatized and tell a story larger than reality, it is only natural that some 
elements are extreme and misrepresent real life. Buddy cop films valorize cops and make them 
heroes often when unlawful and immoral acts occur. In Stuber, Vic, a detective, uses an Uber to 
navigate the city during an investigation. He places Stu, a civilian, in harm’s way and even gives 
Stu a gun and tells him to watch over an arrested criminal. Of course, such a thing is unlikely to 
happen outside of film, but there is another instance in The Heat between Mullins and a Black 
drug dealer. Mullins, a white detective, chases Rojas, a Black drug dealer and informant, to take 
him to the station for questioning. First, she follows in her car while he runs, then she gets out of 
the car and grabs him as he climbs a fence. Once over the fence, she continues to chase him and 
stops after he is incapacitated by a hurt leg and having a watermelon thrown at his back. Rojas 
notes the racism inherent in connecting Blackness with watermelons by saying “See, I told you 
you was a racist.” Such a use of excessive force is more likely to occur and even has 
consequences for discussions around police brutality. If these are the images of cops we see, our 
perceptions of actual cops are skewed towards police being heroes above the law. 
 
Implications and Next Steps 
 Considering recent events of police brutality including the cases of George Floyd and 
Breonna Taylor, there may be some effect on the cop action genre. Should Hollywood choose to 
ignore these events, there may be consequences to their profits if they continue to release films 
idolizing cops. Casper Salmon of The Face poses the question, “with increasingly exposed police 
brutality and calls to defund the force, is it time the film industry put one of its most successful 
genres into custody?” Such a thing has been done in the past with Lethal Weapon 3 (1992) which 
was released just a few months after the death of Rodney King and the subsequent L.A. Riots. 
Now, some action is being taken by television including the cancellation of Cops (1989-2020) 
and Law & Order: SVU and its links to the Black Lives Matter movement and. Despite these 
trends, the buddy cop genre is not on its way out any time soon, but there potentially could be 
some positive changes in response to the growing backlash against glorifying cops. 
Prescriptive measures to improve the industry might include efforts to combat the lack of 
minority representation at the Oscars, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, an 
organization that should expand its membership to include more people of color. Predictions 
state that by 2023, 89% of members will be white leaving only 11% to people of color who 
currently make up about 36% of the United States population. Change has already occurred 
when Cheryl Boone Isaacs, the Academy’s first African American president, invited a record 
638 people (41% of whom were racial minorities) to join the academy, thus increasing the voting 
power of people from diverse backgrounds resulting in more diverse nominations. With more 
examples of excellent, award-winning filmmaking from minority creators, studios should 
recognize that Blackness and other racial identities are not inferior and can be profitable. 
Limitations and Further Research 
The scope of my research has been impacted in several ways. With more time to conduct the 
research, I could have included more films in my sample to increase the validity of my claims. 
Because I am only one researcher, I could not analyze an extensive number of variables within a 
short timeframe which also affected the validity of my study. Further studies on this topic could 
expand to address how the effect of global film distribution impacts casting racially diverse 
actors. Also, a comparative analysis of past buddy cop films to contemporary buddy cop films 
could show a shift in the portrayal of masculinity and gender.  
 













2010 $119,219,978 $100M Columbia 
Pictures 
Adam McKay White 
The Heat 2013 $159,582,188 $43M Twentieth 
Century Fox  
Paul Fieg White 
Ride Along 2014 $134,938,200 $25M Universal 
Pictures 
Tim Story Black 
Let's Be 
Cops 
2014 $82,390,774 $17M Twentieth 
Century Fox 
Luke Greenfield White 
Hot Pursuit 2015 $34,580,201 $35M Warner Bros. Anne Fletcher White 
Central 
Intelligence 
2016 $127,440,871 $50M Warner Bros. Rawson Marshall 
Thurber 
White 
Stuber 2019 $22,370,452 $16M Twentieth 
Century Fox 




Table 2. Buddies 





Detective White Will 
Ferrell 
Detective 
The Heat White Sandra 
Bullock 
FBI Agent White Melissa 
McCarthy 
Detective 












Hot Pursuit White Reese 
Witherspoon 
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